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EVALUATING THE EXTENSION SERVICE NEEDS OF FEMALE FLUTED PUMPKIN FARMERS IN IKWERRE LOCAL GOVERNMENT AREA OF RIVERS STATE

Abstract
This study evaluated the extension service needs of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre LGA of Rivers State. The specific objectives of the study were to describe their socio-economic characteristics, determine their sources of information on agricultural practices, identify their extension needs, and identify the constraints they face. The socio-economic characteristics revealed that the majority of the farmers (42.5%) were between the ages of 35 and 44 years. Most of the farmers were married (79.2%) and lacked formal education, with 49.2% having no formal education and only 6.6%      possessed tertiary education. In terms of income, 37.5% of the farmers earned between N31,000 and N50,000 per month, while only a small fraction (1.6%) earned over N91,000. Additionally, the majority of the farms were small-scale, with 31.7% of the farmers cultivating between 1.6 and 2.5 hectares of land. For sources of agricultural information, the study found that only 16.7% of the respondents received their information from extension agents, reflecting an inadequate reach of formal agricultural extension services. The primary sources of information were local markets and traders (98.3%), peer farmers and neighboring farms (95.8%), and farm input suppliers (82.5%). For extension needs of the female fluted pumpkin farmers, access to credit emerging was the most pressing need, with a mean value of 3.4. Other significant extension needs included training on pest and disease management (mean = 3.0), developing and managing cooperatives (mean = 3.0), and strategies for coping with climate change (mean = 3.0). For constraints faced by the farmers, lack of funding was identified as the most significant challenge, with a mean score of 3.4, followed closely by the high cost of agricultural inputs (mean = 3.3) and poor road and transportation infrastructure (mean = 3.3). Unpredictable weather patterns due to climate change (mean = 3.2) and unstable market prices (mean = 3.2) were also significant challenges affecting the productivity of the farmers. The analysis shows perfect positive correlation (Pearson correlation = 1.000) between the challenges female farmers face and their need for agricultural extension services, with significance level p=0.000). The study concludes that addressing the extension needs of the female pumpkin leaf farmers will alleviate the constraints they face. Recommendations are that the government should expand access to credit and financial facilities, strengthen agricultural extension services, enhance educational opportunities and promote climate-smart agriculture.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background of the Study
Fluted pumpkin (Telfairia occidentalis), commonly known as "ugu" in Nigeria, is one of the most essential vegetable crops grown across various states in the country, although its production is primarily concentrated in the Southern region. It is a staple food and an income-generating crop for many rural households, contributing to both nutritional and economic well-being (Olabanji et al., 2018). Vegetable production in Nigeria is predominantly dominated by small-scale farmers, and fluted pumpkin is widely cultivated because of its dietary importance. The crop is rich in essential nutrients, including proteins, vitamins, minerals, and oils, which make it a key part of the Nigerian diet. Its affordability and high nutritional value make it an accessible source of vital nutrients for a large portion of the population. Despite the importance of fluted pumpkin in Nigeria’s food system, its annual yield continues to fall short of meeting the rising demand (Usman et al., 2018). This gap between supply and demand is driven by various factors, including inefficient farming practices, limited access to improved farming inputs, and inadequate agricultural extension services. As demand for fluted pumpkin increases both domestically and internationally, there is a pressing need to improve the efficiency and productivity of farmers through targeted interventions and better access to agricultural extension services.
Agricultural extension services play a crucial role in supporting farmers by providing them with the knowledge, skills, and technologies necessary to improve their agricultural practices. As Davis, Babu, and Ragasa (2020) define, extension services encompass a set of organized efforts designed to facilitate and support agricultural activities, thereby enhancing farmers' livelihoods and overall well-being. These services are particularly important for rural communities, where access to updated information on modern farming techniques is limited. However, the effectiveness of these services, especially for female farmers, remains a significant challenge. Women play a pivotal role in Nigerian agriculture, including the cultivation of fluted pumpkin. Despite their contribution, women's roles are often under-recognized, and their specific needs are frequently overlooked due to biases in perception and the socio-cultural environment (Gadeberg & Lecoutere, 2023). The perception that men are the primary agricultural actors means that agricultural extension services are often designed with men in mind, leaving women at a disadvantage. Structural barriers, such as discriminatory gender norms and institutions, further exacerbate this issue by limiting women’s access to critical resources such as land, markets, and decision-making roles within their communities. In recent years, the intersection between gender, agriculture, and rural development has garnered considerable attention, emphasizing the vital role that women play in ensuring food security and agricultural productivity. Women farmers, despite their contributions, often face disproportionate challenges in accessing agricultural resources, information, and support services. This disparity is particularly pronounced in the provision of agricultural extension services, which are essential for disseminating knowledge and innovations that can improve farming outcomes (FAO, 2020).
Gender equality in agriculture, therefore, implies the fair distribution of opportunities, resources, and services to both men and women, recognizing their unique needs and priorities. For female fluted pumpkin farmers, access to tailored agricultural extension services is crucial to improving their productivity and ensuring that they can contribute fully to agricultural development. Usman et al. (2018) highlight that information is the bedrock of agricultural development, and access to timely and relevant information allows farmers to adopt better practices and boost production. However, the information needs of male and female farmers often differ, as each group faces distinct constraints. In the case of fluted pumpkin farming, women dominate its production, yet their specific extension needs are frequently neglected. Agricultural extension services have often failed to address the unique challenges faced by female fluted pumpkin farmers, including limited access to land, financial resources, and labor. Tailored services designed to address the needs of these women could significantly enhance their productivity, thereby contributing to food security and poverty reduction in rural areas (Olabanji et al., 2018).
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1.1 Statement of Problem
Women play a major role in smallholder fluted pumpkin farming, yet their productivity is constrained by limited access to land, labor, credit, and other essential resources (Olabanji et al., 2018). Although agricultural extension services are intended to improve farmers’ skills and productivity and promote inclusive rural development (Cohen & Lemma, 2011), they often fail to address the specific needs of female farmers. Socio-cultural norms, gender biases, and structural inefficiencies further restrict women’s access to extension services in Nigeria, limiting their ability to adopt improved practices and technologies (Gadeberg & Lecoutere, 2023).
1.2 Objectives of the Study
The broad objective of the study is to evaluate the extension needs of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwere Local Government Area of Rivers State.  The specific objectives of the study include:
i. Describe the socio-economic characteristics of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwere LGA of Rivers State.
ii. Determine the sources of information on agricultural practices for female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwere LGA of Rivers State. 
iii. Identify the extension needs of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwere LGA of Rivers State.
iv.  Identify the constraints faced by female fluted pumpkin farmers in the study area Ikwere LGA of Rivers State.
1.3 Research Hypothesis
The null hypothesis was tested in this study at a 0.05 level of significance.
H01: There is no significant difference between the extension needs of female pumpkin leaf farmers and the constraints faced by female pumpkin leaf farmers.
2. Methodology
The area of this study was Ikwerre Local Government Area (LGA), a significant region in Rivers State, located in the western part of the Niger Delta in Nigeria. Ikwerre LGA is strategically positioned between latitude 04°53'14" N to 04°55'20" N and longitude 06°55'08" E to 06°55'58" E, which places it within the lowland areas of the Niger Delta. This location is characterized by a tropical climate, known for its high levels of rainfall and humidity, creating an ideal environment for agriculture, particularly the cultivation of fluted pumpkin (Telfairia occidentalis), which thrives in such wet, tropical conditions. Ikwerre LGA is geographically bordered by Imo State to the north, Emohua to the west, Etche to the east, and Obio-Akpor to the south, making it a central agricultural hub. The area consists of twelve major communities: Isiokpo, Aluu, Apani, Elele, Igwuruta, Ipo, Omademe, Omagwa, Omarelu, Omuanwa, Ozuaha, and Ubima. 
The population of this study primarily consisted of female fluted pumpkin farmers residing in Ikwerre LGA. The study employed a multistage sampling procedure involving three sampling techniques. In the first stage, purposive sampling was used to select three communities, Elele, Igwuruta, and Aluu, in Ikwerre Local Government Area based on the high concentration of female fluted pumpkin farmers. In the second stage, the snowball sampling technique was applied within each selected community to identify eligible respondents through referrals. In the third stage, forty (40) female fluted pumpkin farmers were selected from each community, resulting in a total sample size of one hundred and twenty (120) respondents used for the study. The primary data for this study was collected through a well-structured questionnaire, which was designed to capture comprehensive information on various aspects of the respondents' agricultural practices, challenges, and needs. The validity process was overseen by the research supervisor, who reviewed the questionnaire to ensure it aligned with the study's objectives. Based on the supervisor's recommendations, adjustments were made to the wording and structure of some questions to improve clarity and relevance. The data collected from the questionnaires was analyzed using descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis was used to test the study. 
3. Results 
3.1. The Socio-economic Characteristics of Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers 
The socio-economic characteristics of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre LGA revealed critical insights into their demographics, farming practices, and livelihood strategies.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qtgaseeqfv21]Table 1: Distribution of Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers by Socio-economic Characteristics
Source: Field Survey, 2024. 
	Socio-economic characteristics
	Frequency (n= 120)
	Percentage (%)
	Mean   

	Age
	
	
	

	below 25 years
	2
	1.7
	

	25-34
	37
	30.8
	38.7 years

	35-44
	51
	42.5
	

	45-54
	29
	24.2
	

	55 and above
	1
	0.8
	

	Marital Status
	
	
	

	Single
	14
	11.7
	

	Married
	95
	79.2
	

	Divorced
	1
	0.8
	

	Widowed
	10
	8.3
	

	Educational Qualification
	
	

	Non-formal education
	59
	49.2
	

	Primary
	51
	42.5
	

	Secondary
	2
	1.7
	

	Tertiary
	8
	6.6
	

	Monthly Income (₦)
	
	
	

	10,000-30,000
	22
	18.3
	

	31,000-50,000
	45
	37.5
	

	51,000-70,000
	41
	34.2
	₦47,817

	71,000-90,000
	10
	8.3
	

	 91,000 and above
	2
	1.6
	

	Do you have other sources of income
	
	

	No
	41
	34.2
	

	Yes
	79
	65.8
	

	Farm Size (hectares)
	
	
	

	0.5-1.5
	37
	30.9
	

	1.6-2.5
	38
	31.7
	

	2.6-3.5
	34
	28.3
	2.2

	3.6-4.5
	8
	6.7
	

	4.6-5.5
	3
	2.5
	


[bookmark: _heading=h.2et92p0]The socio-economic characteristics of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre LGA are consistent with findings from similar studies in Nigeria. Most respondents were middle-aged, an age group considered economically active and more likely to adopt improved farming practices (Usman et al., 2018). The high proportion of married women (79.2%) aligns with Emegha-Okonkwo et al. (2019), who reported that married women are more engaged in fluted pumpkin farming due to household food and income needs, although domestic responsibilities may constrain productivity (Anugwa et al., 2020). Nearly half of the respondents had no formal education (49.2%), supporting earlier studies that link low educational attainment among female farmers to poor adoption of innovations and limited access to extension services (Edet et al., 2019; Ifeanyi-Obi et al., 2012). Most farmers earned between ₦31,000 and ₦50,000 monthly, reflecting the low-income nature of smallholder farming in rural Nigeria (Amusa et al., 2021), while income diversification (65.8%) corroborates findings by Olagunju et al. (2020). Additionally, the predominance of small farm sizes (less than 2.5 ha) agrees with Ndubueze-Ogaraku (2017), who noted that land tenure constraints significantly limit women’s farm expansion in the Niger Delta.
3.2. Sources of Information for Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers 
The table below revealed the source of information on agricultural practices for female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre LGA, Rivers State.
[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]Table 2: Distribution of Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers According to Information Sources on agricultural practices

	S/N
	Sources of Information
	Frequency (n=120)
	Percentage (%)

	1. 
	Extension
	20
	16.7

	2. 
	Agricultural training
	24
	20

	3. 
	Farmer Cooperatives and association
	4
	3.3

	4. 
	Social media
	13
	10.8

	5. 
	Radio Program on   Agriculture
	26
	21.7

	6. 
	Television program on agriculture
	9
	7.5

	7. 
	Printed materials
	0
	0

	8. 
	Mobile Agricultural services (SMS, Mobile apps)
	6
	5

	9. 
	Internet
	26
	21.7

	10. 
	Universities and colleges of agriculture
	3
	2.5

	11. 
	NGOs (NON-Government organization)
	6
	5

	12. 
	Farm Input Suppliers (Seed companies, fertilizers suppliers etc.)
	99
	82.5

	13. 
	Local Markets and traders
	118
	98.3

	14. 
	Peer Farmers and Neighboring farms
	115
	95.8

	15. 
	Traditional leaders and community meeting
	3
	2.5

	16. 
	Workshop and seminars by private agricultural firms
	16
	13.3

	17. 
	Internal agricultural organizations operating in Ikwerre LGA
	0
	0

	18. 
	Local government Agricultural Programs
	0
	0

	19. 
	Banks and Microfinance with Agricultural Schemes
	0
	0

	20. 
	Religious Organizations with agricultural in with agricultural initiative 
	0
	0


Source: Field Survey, 2024.

The heavy reliance of female fluted pumpkin farmers on informal information sources such as peer farmers, local markets, and traders is consistent with findings from studies across Nigeria. Usman et al. (2018) reported that most female farmers in Yola North LGA depended on informal networks, with only 2.3% accessing extension services. Similar findings were reported by Egbodion and Obiekwe (2021) in Edo State, where distance to extension centers, gender bias, and the shortage of female extension agents limited women’s access to formal advisory services. The underutilization of extension agents, radio, and mobile agricultural services in Ikwerre LGA aligns with Obasi and Nzeocha (2020), who noted that socio-cultural norms and non-gender-responsive extension approaches restrict women’s participation. Although digital platforms offer new opportunities, their use remains low among female farmers due to limited digital literacy and access (Amusa et al., 2021). Overall, these findings underscore the persistent need for inclusive, gender-responsive extension services that address the specific socio-cultural and logistical constraints faced by women farmers (Emegha-Okonkwo et al., 2019).
3.3. Distribution of Extension Needs of Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers in Ikwerre LGA, Rivers State
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]Table 3 shows the distribution of the extension needs of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre Local Government Area (LGA), Rivers State.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.85wu0uvxdugg]Table 3: Mean Distribution of Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers According to Their Extension needs 
	S/N
	Extension Needs
	Strongly Agreed
	Agreed
	Disagreed
	Strongly Disagreed
	Sum
	Mean

	1. 
	Access to improved pumpkin leaf varieties
	3.3
	50
	46.7
	
	308
	2.6

	2. 
	Training on pest and disease management  
	6.7
	82.5
	10.8
	
	355
	3

	3. 
	Water management and irrigation techniques
	1.7
	22.5
	74.2
	0.8
	268
	2.2

	4. 
	Farm record-keeping and management 
	2.5
	30.8
	64.2
	2.5
	280
	2.3

	5. 
	Soil fertility management techniques
	0.8
	28.3
	70.8
	
	276
	2.3

	6. 
	Access to credit and financial services
	37.5
	62.5
	
	
	396
	3.4

	7. 
	Effective weed management strategies
	4.2
	52.5
	43.3
	
	313
	2.6

	8. 
	Strategies for coping with climate change
	5.8
	87.5
	6.7
	
	359
	3

	9. 
	Understanding and implementing sustainable farming practices
	5
	50
	41.7
	3.3
	308
	2.6

	10. 
	Developing and managing farmer cooperatives 
	17.5
	65
	17.5
	
	360
	3

	11. 
	Training on value addition and processing of pumpkin leaf
	2.5
	34.2
	61.7
	1.7
	285
	2.4

	12. 
	Information on government agricultural policies and programs 
	2.5
	20
	75.8
	1.7
	268
	2.2

	13. 
	Training on the use of ICT in pumpkin leaf farming
	3.3
	62.5
	32.5
	1.7
	321
	2.7

	14. 
	Effective communication and networking with other pumpkin leaf farmers 
	18.3
	75.8
	5.8
	
	375
	3.1


Source: Field Survey, 2024.
The findings from Ikwerre LGA are consistent with studies across Nigeria that identify limited access to credit as a major constraint facing female farmers. Olagunju et al. (2020) similarly reported that female farmers in Ogun State faced difficulties accessing credit due to lack of collateral and complex loan procedures, which restricted investment in farm inputs and reduced productivity. The need for pest and disease management training observed in Ikwerre LGA also aligns with Obazi et al. (2022), who found that female fluted pumpkin farmers in Enugu State required targeted extension support to address pest-related yield losses. Furthermore, challenges related to climate variability and the need for climate-smart agricultural practices reflect the findings of Ifeanyi-Obi et al. (2012) in Rivers State, where irregular rainfall was identified as a major production constraint. The reliance on informal communication and networking among female farmers in Ikwerre LGA corroborates Usman et al. (2018), emphasizing the need for improved, structured, and gender-responsive extension communication systems to enhance access to timely and reliable agricultural information.
3.4. Constraints Faced by Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers in Ikwerre LGA, Rivers State
[bookmark: _heading=h.ir8ki3clu217]The table below presents the distribution of respondents according to the various challenges faced by female fluted pumpkin farmers in Rivers State.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3znysh7]Table 4:  Distribution of Respondents According to Challenges Faced by Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers in Rivers State
	S/N
	Challenges
	Sum
	Mean

	1. 
	Limited access to improved pumpkin leaf varieties
	285
	2.4

	2. 
	Poor use of pumpkin leaf farming techniques
	299
	2.5

	3. 
	High cost of labor 
	348
	2.9

	4. 
	Cultural and gender setbacks
	245
	2.0

	5. 
	Land tenure and ownership issues
	314
	2.7

	6. 
	Pests and diseases 
	365
	3.0

	7. 
	Poor storage facilities 
	311
	2.6

	8. 
	Low soil fertility 
	254
	2.1

	9. 
	Lack of mechanization 
	317
	2.6

	10. 
	Unpredictable weather pattern as a result of climate change
	388
	3.2

	11. 
	High cost of agricultural input
	391
	3.3

	12. 
	Lack of funding 
	412
	3.4

	13. 
	Post-harvest losses 
	306
	2.6

	14. 
	Unstable change of prices
	384
	3.2

	15. 
	Reduction in soil quality
	257
	2.1

	16. 
	Poor training and capacity building opportunities
	295
	2.5

	17. 
	Government policies and regulatory challenges
	248
	2.1

	18. 
	Water scarcity
	273
	2.3

	19. 
	Poor road and transportation
	392
	3.3

	20. 
	Inadequate knowledge of modern farming practices
	331
	2.8


Sources: Field Survey, 2024.
The challenges faced by female fluted pumpkin farmers in this study reflect systemic constraints reported in the study area, particularly regarding access to resources, financial services, and agricultural inputs. Limited access to credit is a recurring issue, with women struggling to obtain loans due to lack of collateral, especially land, restricting their ability to purchase essential inputs like seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides (Olagunju et al., 2020). In this study, lack of funding had the highest mean score (3.4), underscoring its critical impact. High input costs were also significant (mean = 3.3), echoing findings by Usman et al. (2018) that female farmers often lack access to subsidized materials, which limits production scale and output quality. Unpredictable weather patterns (mean = 3.2) continue to challenge agricultural productivity, as documented by Ifeanyi-Obi et al. (2012), while land tenure constraints (mean = 2.7) restrict women’s ability to make long-term farm investments (Ndubueze-Ogaraku, 2017). Pests and diseases, with a mean of 3.0, further reduce yields, consistent with reports from Amusa et al. (2021) on female vegetable farmers. Collectively, these findings highlight persistent barriers that limit productivity and income among female fluted pumpkin farmers in Nigeria.
3.5 Correlation Analysis between Extension Needs of the Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers and the Constraints Faced in Pumpkin Leaf Farming
The correlation analysis presented in table 5 demonstrates a statistically significant and perfect positive correlation (Pearson Correlation = 1.000) between the extension needs of female pumpkin leaf farmers and the constraints they face in pumpkin leaf farming. This finding indicates that as the farmers' needs for extension information increase, the constraints they encounter also intensify, and vice versa. The significance level reported (p = 0.000) is less than the conventional alpha level of 0.05, suggesting that the observed correlation is not due to chance but is statistically significant. These results imply that there is a direct and proportional relationship between the challenges female farmers face and their need for agricultural extension services. 
Table 5: Correlation Analysis between Extension Service Needs of the Female Fluted Pumpkin Farmers and the Constraints Faced in Fluted Pumpkin Farming
	
	
	Extension Needs
	Constrains

	Extension Needs
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	1

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0

	
	N
	120
	120

	Constraints
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	1

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0
	

	
	N
	120
	120


Source: Field Survey, 2024. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
The perfect correlation observed in this study indicates that addressing the extension needs of female fluted pumpkin farmers could help reduce the constraints they face. This aligns with findings by Olabanji et al. (2018), who reported that gender-specific barriers, such as limited access to land and financial resources, significantly restrict women’s productivity in Nigeria and highlighted the importance of targeted extension services. Similarly, Ifeanyi-Obi et al. (2017) and (2024) noted that limited access to credit, education, and extension support hampers women’s agricultural output. The results of this study confirm that these challenges are widespread and rooted in socio-economic and cultural factors. Consequently, the alternative hypothesis is accepted, and the null hypothesis is rejected.
5.2. Conclusion
In conclusion, the study demonstrates that female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre LGA face intertwined socio-economic, financial, and institutional challenges that limit their productivity and economic empowerment. Low levels of education, small farm sizes, and limited access to credit and agricultural inputs restrict their ability to adopt modern farming practices. The reliance on informal networks for agricultural information highlights the inadequacy of formal extension services, while pressing needs such as credit access, pest and disease management training, and climate adaptation underscore areas for targeted intervention. The strong positive correlation between extension needs and the constraints faced indicates that addressing these needs through gender-responsive extension services, financial support, and capacity-building programs can significantly improve productivity, income, and overall livelihoods for female farmers. This underscores the critical importance of specific, inclusive strategies to empower women in smallholder agriculture.
5.3. Recommendations 
[bookmark: _heading=h.xmcmysjiau3i]Based on the challenges and constraints identified in the study of female fluted pumpkin farmers in Ikwerre LGA, several recommendations can be made to enhance their productivity and livelihoods:
i. The state government should ensure that the established microfinance programs provide flexible collateral and low-interest loans for female farmers.
ii. There should be an increase in the number of female extension agents and provide gender-sensitive training on modern farming practices.
iii. Cooperatives should be empowered to facilitate training, shared resources, bulk input purchasing, and collective marketing to farmers, especially to address the challenges of female farmers in rural areas.
iv. There’s need for more investment in rural roads, transportation, and organized market linkages to reduce post-harvest losses and improve crop sales.
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